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Enhancing children's literacy through story retelling
Abstract
Implementing the whole language concept into an instructional program involves creating a supportive
learning environment. This environment needs to be rich in content and filled with a whole array of
possibilities for engaging in the thinking-language processes, but at the same time needs to be
predictable and secure. Within such a classroom structure, children can engage in the functions of
language to create their own meaning, thus developing thinking-language abilities and discovering the
nature of the language. Retelling stories listened to or read is one of the activities that can nurture
thinking-language abilities (Goodman, 1986).
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Implementing the whole language concept into an
instructional program involves creating a supportive learning
environment.

This environment needs to be rich in content and

filled with a whole array of possibilities for engaging in the
thinking-language processes, but at the same time needs to be
predictable and secure.

Within such a classroom structure,

children can engage in the functions of language to create their
own meaning, thus developing thinking-language abilities and
discovering the nature of the language.

Retelling stories

listened to or read is one of the activities that can nurture
thinking-language abilities (Goodman, 1986).
Purpose of the Paper
The purpose of this paper is to describe the contributions
that story retelling can make to extending the whole language
concept into the instructional program and to suggest ways to
present story retelling.

After examining the professional

literature, implementation of retelling activities suitable for a
sixth-grade classroom will be presented.
Value of Story Retelling
Children's success in school is closely related to their
mastery of a mature language system (Cambourne, 1988).

Story

retelling is an activity that can assist children in achieving
mastery of their language.

Active participation in literature

experiences has been recommended to enhance children's
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development of comprehension, oral language, and sense of story
structure.

Everyone is a storyteller and can retell stories to

pass the time, to entertain, to share values, and to make sense
of our world (Blauk &Sheldon, 1971).
The art of retelling is currently enjoying a renaissance,
as evidenced by the growing number of professional tellers,
associations, and source books available.

It is also being

recognized by educators as a viable classroom technique.

In

addition to promoting development of language, retelling provides
a forum for children and adults to interact within the rich
context of stories (Digh, 1969).
Retelling is the oral interpretation of a traditional,
contemporary, or personal experience story.

It is not the

presentation of a memorized script but is a story told in a
natural manner (Digh, 1969).

Because retelling is an interaction

between teller and listener it becomes a mutual creation.
Developing

a Sense of Story

Children who hear stories develop a sense of story, for
they are assimilating the language and structure of stories that
enable them to read more complex stories with greater
understanding.

For example, listening carefully for added

refrains of cumulative stories can sharpen both listening and
memory abilities (Moss &Stratt, 1986).
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Folktales, as a genre, offer interesting, well-structured
stories for retelling, thus extending children's sense of story.
Folktales embody the elements of story structure that the
listener relies upon for understanding the story's meaning.

They

are quality stories with short, fast-moving plots that have much
entertainment value for children.
end with a satisfying resolve.

Most of them are humorous and

They also appeal to children's

sense of justice and moral judgement: wishes come true, the
wicked are punished and the good are rewarded, and the littlest
or youngest often succeed.

Children can discover through

retelling that folktales follow certain structural rules that are
basic to all stories (Harms & Lettow, unpublished).
Extending Listening and Speaking Abilities
Retelling offers two distinct learning situations for
students.

With the teacher as the teller, the students can

develop critical listening abilities.

By listening to a story,

students learn to recognize story genre and evaluate retelling
styles (Digh, 1969; Golden, 1984).

These are the indicators that

guide the timing, pitch, and volume of the tellers (Morrow,
1985).
When students retell stories, meaningful opportunities are
provided for the development of oral expression.

Such

experiences give attention to pitch, volume, timing, and the use
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of juncture and gesture and enhances fluency and expression in
oral language.
The teller must be sensitive to the listener's facial
expressions, body language, and oral responses such as laughter,
gasps, and sighs.

Feedback from listeners can guide the teller

in developing a more effective style.

Preparing and telling

stories can help develop poise in the student teller.

A

well-told story can build the self-esteem of the teller.

As

children tell stories, they learn to judge literature critically
both on personal taste and literary merit (Digh, 1969; Golden,
1984).

Promoting Reading and Writing Abilities
Retelling promotes reading as well as listening abilities.
Teachers have reported that children will often ask to read a
particular book after hearing it told (Morrow, 1985).

Another

natural progression from hearing and telling stories for children
is writing their own stories.

For example, original stories may

be patterned after stories with repetitive elements.

The

elements of reading and listening experiences are often
incorporated into the children's writing experiences (Calkins,
1983).

When children retell stories they tend to use book
language.

Book language is different from oral language.

As

children become acquainted with book language, they are more able
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to comprehend the language of books when they read them for the
first time.

They increase their vocabularies and enhance their

knowledge of the syntactic complexity of their own oral language
by modeling the structure used by the authors (Morrow, 1985).
Story Retelling Procedures
to Enhance Instruction
Story retelling is not an easy activity for students of any
age.

First, they need to be provided models to imitate.

model, the teller will want to be expressive.
similar to a dramatic presentation.

As a

Retelling is

The story needs to be retold

slowly and with animation, changing the voice and facial
expressions to reflect the dialogue and to highlight special
events (Smith, 1978).
Initially, children should be told before reading or
listening to the material that they will be asked to reconstruct
the story's meaning.

Some discussion of the story may take place

before or after the literature experience.

Follow-up practice

sessions in retelling are also recommended.

Retellings can be

taped and played back so children can identify their strengths
and weaknesses (Morrow, 1985).
To facilitate children's retelling, the stories that are
selected should have a well-structured plot to make retelling
easier.

Also stories should be selected that appeal to children
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and have predictable elements such as rhyme, catch phrases, and
repetition (Morrow, 1985).
In order to foster student story retelling abilities, these
features of story structure need to be presented (Morrow, 1985).
Setting (introduction of characters, time and place)
Theme (an initiating event that causes the main character
to react and form a goal or face a problem)
Plot Episode (events in which the main character attempts
to attain the goal or solve the problem)
Resolution (attainment of the goal or solution of the
problem)
Morrow (1985) suggests that students benefit from
assistance or prompting from the teacher, if they hesitate while
retelling a story.

Morrow has called this teacher strategy

"scaffolding."
These aids can help students retell stories (Applebee &
Langer, 1983).
1.

Ask the child to retell the story by saying, "A little
while ago I read (name of story).

Would you retell

the story as if you were telling your friend who never
heard it before?"

Young children can be provided with

props from the story to help them retell the story.
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2.

Use the following prompts if necessary:
A.

If the child has trouble beginning the story
suggest starting, "Once upon a time,"

B.

If the child stops retelling before the end of the
story, encourage continuation by asking, "Then
what happened?"

C.

If the child stops retelling and cannot continue
ask, "What was Jenny's problem in the story?"

3.

When a child is unable to retell the story in the
proper sequence and detail, these steps by steps can
be used.
A.

Once upon a time.

B.

Who was the story about?

C.

When did the story happen?

0.

Where did the story happen?

E.

What was the main character's problem in the story?

F.

How did he/she try to solve the problem?

G.

How was the problem solved?

H.

How did the story end?

Children's ability to retell stories will determine how
much guidance, or scaffolding, is required.

Scaffolding allows

children to discover what is expected of them to complete the
task and offers children as much help as is needed.

As children
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begin to discover how to handle the retelling task, the need for
scaffolding will diminish (Goodman, Y. M., 1982).
Story Retelling Activities
Retelling can take many forms:
and illustrating.

speaking, writing, acting,

Several activities are multifaceted (Morrow,

1985; Harms & Lettow, unpublished).

Props either constructed by

the teacher or students enhance the retelling experience.
Objects and pictures help children remember a story in a concrete
sense and add interest and variety to stories.

Often teachers

find that props give the reteller added security in storytelling.
Flannelboard Stories
In retelling a story orally, pellon pieces with the major
characters and images drawn on them can be placed in sequence on
a board.

The images can be drawn with craypas, indelible magic

markers, or liquid embroidery.
Through ordering these pieces, children can focus on
characterization, the events of the story, the setting, the parts
of the story, and the total movement of the story, either linear
or circular.
Story Clothes
Story clothes were used in Africa.

Stories were

illustrated by sewing small colored scraps onto blue material.
These pieces not only were used to tell stories but were worn by
people or were displayed as wall hangings.
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Clothesline Stories
Illustrations of story characters can be attached with
clothespins to a clothesline strung across the classroom to
recount the sequence of the story.
Cookie Sheet Stories
Characters can be cut out of tag board backed with magnetic
tape to be placed in the sequence of the story on a steel cookie
sheet.
Counting Ropes
Ancient people remembered and recorded important events in
their lives by tying knots on a rope, string, or long piece of
cloth.

Story elements can be tied to a cord or rope and used in

recounting the story.

Children can retell life stories on

counting ropes.
Nesting Stories
Nesting dolls or boxes can be used to retell stories with
characters introduced in a strict linear fashion.

Many Mother

Goose rhymes can be easily adapted for retelling with nesting
objects.

Cones of paper or boxes of progressively smaller sizes

can be illustrated with story images for this retelling
experience.
Map Stories
A map of the story depicting the various settings and
movement of the characters in the plot can be drawn on a piece of
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poster board.

This path can be used as a prop in story

retelling.
Pop-up Scene Stories
Each of the scenes of a story is drawn on a 12 x 20 cm {5
12 inch) piece of paper.

Two flaps {2 x 10 cm or 1 x 6 inch)

need to be left at the bottom of each scene.
creased in half.

X

Each scene is then

The different scenes are spaced along the path

and affixed to the board by gluing one flap to it.

As the story

is told, the picture scenes are pulled up one by one.

To make

each illustration stand alone, move the unglued half at a slight
angle to the glued half.

By laminating the board and taping the

pop-up scenes on top of the laminating plastic, the scene can be
changed to fit the story.

Children could make their own pop-up

scenes.
Puppetry
Simple puppets representing the major characters and images
of a story can be used for props as the dialogue of the story is
retold.

Stick puppets can be made quickly so the story retelling

can get underway.
String Stories
A string story is created with characters made from oaktag
and the background from a side of a large corrugated box.

The

story's setting is drawn on the top two-thirds of the box.

A

length of string is measured to fit around the board from top to
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bottom.

Each character is stapled on a piece of string.

Another

piece cut from the corrugated box to cover the bottom third of
the board is fastened to the other board with brads.

This cover

hides the characters until they appear in the story.

As the

teller tells the story, the circular string is pulled at the back
of the board; then the hidden characters will appear on the
scene.

To vary stories, one set of characters can be removed and

replaced with another set.
Pocket Stories
A pocket chart can be made by sewing together two pieces of
clear plastic and binding the edges with bias tape.

Small

figures representing the story characters and images can be
placed in the pockets and pulled out as the story is told.

A

story apron with many pockets can also be used to hold the props.
Velcro can be used to hold the props to an apron without pockets.
Monologues
A monologue is the retelling of the story from the point of
view of one of the characters.

Several children can retell a

story, each developing a monologue representing the perspective
of one particular character.

Such monologues can help students

gain an appreciation for well-developed characters.
Group Retelling
Group retelling can assist children in understanding
different plot structures and the parts as they relate to the
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whole.

Each child has a part of the story to tell or takes the

speech of a character.

The reteller's physical arrangement,

either seated or standing can aid in the visual representation of
plot structure.

In retelling a circular plot, the retellers can

sit or stand in a circle to experience the movement of the story.
Narrative Pantomime
Narrative pantomime involves the audience's responding to
the action in the story's plot as it is read or told.

The whole

class can be involved in this experience.
Cardboard Stories
Life-sized cardboard characters constructed from cardboard
with a large hole cut for the children's faces can assist in
focusing on the major characters of the story.
Chalk Talks
Chalk talks involve drawing the story with chalk while
telling it.

A large chalkboard should be used so the story is

told in sequence from beginning to end.

The same technique can

be used on mural paper with felt markers.
Sound Effects
In developing sound stories, the sound imagery of the story
is either added by the teller as the story is told or is supplied
by a tape that has been previously prepared.

I

I

t
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Rebus Stories
Within the story text, the characters can be visually
portrayed as children retell the story through writing.

Book

Designs
Book design elements can enhance the written retelling of a
Illuminated letters and borders of the text can offer

story.

decoration or a focus on important aspects of a story.
Conclusion
Story retelling is as important today as it was thousands
of years ago.

Story retelling is intertwined in all human

communication, oral and written, art, music, and dramatization.
Writers, artists, inventors, scientists, and statesmen have all
attested to the profound effect that stories have had on their
lives.
Throughout the decades educators such as Friedrick Frobel,
John Dewey, Maria Montessori, and Johann Herbert have supported
the value of retelling in a child's education.

Unfortunately,

storytelling is only sporadically found in today's classrooms.
It is generally thought to be only entertaining, certainly not
rigorously pedagogical for school time.
Educators need to encourage the retelling of narrations in
schools.

Children need opportunities to develop their natural

narrative abilities.

Children need to be accepted as

full-fledged members of the club of story makers (Rosen, 1986).
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